ANTI-CLIMAX

down on the approach, partly blocking the gang-planks that
led to the pontoons, and a score of lorries were waiting for it
to be repaired. I thought that, though a lorry could not pass,
my car could just squeeze by ; the drivers objected but I pushed
past them and proceeded to drive up the planks. My wheels
skidded on the wet boards, and I suddenly found myself quite
still, the car's belly on one of the boards, and all four wheels
revolving gently in mid-air. At that moment, with a crash
and a roar, the front lorry re-started and the road was clear.
The next hours were too horrible. The drivers were in an ugly
mood, half jeering, half cursing, and I had to work like a black,
piling stones under the wheels, heaving and praying, lest they
should take matters into their own hands and demolish my
wretched car altogether. It was raining and it was dark, and
of course we had to wait, when we got clear, for all the lorries
to cross before us, and the evening was rounded off by a sleep-
less night in a tiny hotel where the other guests stayed up all
night chattering and playing Mah-jongg. Next day I went only
to Yuanling, for we needed a rest and there was a nasty case
of theft to be investigated. I remembered my enjoyment at
visiting the city two years before, but the rain had obliterated
its charm and the nature of my business was not conducive to
good cheer.

I set out on the fifth day in hopes of reaching Changsha
before night, and successfully crossed the mountains, but on a
straight stretch of road a lorry coming in the opposite direction
failed to give way, and we were forced down a slope into a
paddy field. I jumped out and laid hands on the lorry-driver
with murder in my heart, but the officer with him made con-
ciliatory noises and explained that the wretched man had been
driving for eighteen hours without a rest. Armed with a very
genuine wrath and a diplomatic status assumed for the occasion,
I insisted on his sending for help, and we started to dig in the
rain while he was away. Eventually we were dragged back
on to the road, but too late to travel much further, so we spent
the night at Changteh.

The city had been badly bombed, but the Mission Hospital
was still there, and the hospitable Dr. Tootell was in the midst
of one of his interminable campaigns to raise funds. One of
my invariable practices had been to pay a call on an old
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